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The purpose of this paper 1s to discuss Southeast Asia, U S interests, potential threats, and 

possible challenges/opportumtles by which the U S could further its Interests m the region Ten 

nations make up this region, Burma, Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Phlhppmes, Malaysia, 

Singapore, Thaknd and Vietnam. China as an emergmg power urlth mterests m the area 1s also 

analyzed even though Chma IS not considered a Southeast Asia natlon 

Our premise 1s that it 1s m the U S vital interest to promote regional stablhty m the region 

Regional stab&y 1s best acheved by intertwming economx prospenty and commercial 

interdependence between the nations of Southeast Asia, the Umted States, and the mtematlonal 

commumty Further, it 1s not consldered m our best Interest to lmk commercial and economx 

engagement to either the specrfic form of government or human nghts issues. We do not suggest 

that the U S can or should disregard atrocltles such as genocide, ethmc cleansing or other flagrant 

htian rights vlolatlons, but would recommend a tempered and balanced approach m evaluatmg and 

persuading various natlons m the region how to handle Internal domestic Issues The Umted States 

should continue a pohcy of constructive engagement using dlplomatlc, economic and rmhtary 

mstruments of natlonal power to foster democratic prmciples based on pluralism as well as umversal 

standards of conduct regarding basic human nghts. 

It should be noted that none of the current governments of these ten nations have found the 

balance m their democracies that are common m their western counterparts The governments m 

these counbes are lxghly autocratic or ethmc dommated As a result, successions of power w111 

continue to provide potential periods of mstability mto the foreseeable future. A direct fallout of tis 

syskem of governance has been the failure to establish functlonal democratic instltutlons and high 



mcidences of corruption wnhm the governing class and bureaucracy There are some exceptions, 

such as Smgapore, which is essentially free of corruption though governed by a hrghly authoritarian 

regime It is our expectation that continued economic development will mcrease the middle Income 

portion of the population and raise the over all per capita Income to the pomt where Increasing 

segments of the population will demand participation in government Ideally, this will force 

leadership to adopt democratic policies while working to reduce corruption 

C.S. INTERESTS IY SOUTHEAST ASIA. 

The interests of Umted States m Asia have been consistent m the 20th century. We can 

summmze them as realonal veace and securrtv. commercial access to the repIon. freedom of 

navlgatron, the vreventron of the rue of anv heaemonrc vower or coalrtron, and human rzahts In 

Southeast Asia, these interests are manifested primarily m the five major economic (and 

noncommumst) powers of the region (1 e Indonesia, Malaysia, the Pmhppmes, Smgapore, and 

Thailand) These are nations that, along with Brunei, make up ASEAN (Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations) ASEAN contributes to U S polmcal, economic, and security interests in the Asla- 

Pacific region As Asia’s power increases relative to other regions of the world, the U S stake m 

ASEAN’s contmued success will grow 

1. Economic and commercial interests, and the maintenance of open access to markets. 

Politically and economically, Southeast Asia IS rapidly gaining mtematlonal recogmtion and 

influence. In the next 15 years, the 10 countries that are likely to comprise ASEAN will have a 

combined population of 560 millron people and an average age of 20. Withm the next 15 years, the 

combined gross domestic product of those 10 ASEAN nations will likely reach $1 trillion. That is 

one of the reasons why U S economics interests should be among Washmgton’s most nnportant 

foreign pohcy concerns U S economic interests are substantral m the region and will exceed our 

economic interests m many other regions of the world In fact, the U S exports to ASEAN 

countries exceed those to any other region of the world except northeast Asia. In addition, the 
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ASEAN market for goods and semces from the L S is growmg It is important to stress that 

Southeast Asia’s economic success has also meant that these states are valuable economic partners of 

the Cmted States 

2. Preserving open Sea Lanes of Communication, (SLOCs). 

Over half of the world’s merchant fleet capacity sailed through the Straits of Malacca, Stmda, 

and Lombok m 1993, or sailed through the South Chma Sea m the vicmrty of the Spratly Islands 

Over one third of the world’s fleet weighing more than 1000 DWT traded m the region The SI.,OCs 

m the Indonesian Archipelago and the South Chma Sea remam critical “chokepomts” for U S 

national interests Moreover, the U S has direct and unrnedlate maritime economic interests to 

prolect m the region, namely, orderly slnppmg markets, commercial freedom of navigation, and 

stability on the South Chma Sea. 

l The Importance of the Straits: Chokepoints for Shipping. 

Many nations m Southeast Asia are either insular or pemnsular, or have extended coastlines 

Consequently, most trade moves by sea The region’s seabome imports and exports are growmg 

rapidly Geographic and economic factors confer strategic importance to certam key waterways 

The three “southern entrances” mto the region the Straits of Malacca, Sunda, and Lombok are 

particularly important chokepomts in the world trade system Equally important are the sea lanes 

passmg the Spratly Islands m the South Chma Sea due to the threat of pohucal and economic 

disputes The U S Navy has long been assigned the mission of protecting the SLOCs of Southeast 

Asia. Durmg the Cold War, the misston was viewed m strategic mihtary terms the Umted States 

needed to be able to move mlhtary supplies through the region m crises, and deny the SLOCs to any 

potential adversary Now that the Cold War is over, the SLOCs m the Indonesian Archipelago and 

the South Chma Sea remam critical “chokepoints” for U S national interests for the followmg 

reasons. 

l Half of the world’s smppmg passes through the Southeast Asian SLOCs 

l Closure of any of the SLOCs would raise smppmg freight rates throughout the world. U S 

imports and exports would be directly affected 

l A serious blockage could cause a world-wide smppmg shortage, and, at least m the short term, 

place severe pressure on the economies of the region. 
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For the region it means 

l A trade pattern dommated by a flow of high-volume raw materials movmg north and east, 

and high-value fimshed goods returnmg south and west 

l A Japan that has the largest volume of mter-regional trade and shippmg through the 

Southeast Asia SLOCs Much of Japan’s traffic could eastly reroute m a CI~SIS, but at a 

s1;mficant cost 

l An Australia that IS heavily dependent upon the Straits of Lombok, especially for the 

shipment of n-on ore to Chma Most mter-regional trade through Lombok IS Austrahan. 

l Economies winch are closest to the SLOCs and are the most dependent upon them 

l Closure of the Malacca or Spratly SLOCs could generate a massive mcrease m freight 

rates worldwide, and lnt bulk shipments hardest 

l The concept of “Freedom of Navigation” has both economic and strategic slgmficance. 

l Naval sea lane protection 1s a mission with economic ment m its own right.. 

l The fact that SLOC closure lnts nearby countries hardest should be a stablhzmg factor 

Countries best able to either defend or close SLOCs are motivated to keep them open . 

l The U S has in-mediate and direct maritime mterests m stablhty in the South China- SE 

Asia SLOCs. 

l Other nations have an even greater stake m the free movement of sl-nppmg on SE Asia 

SLOCs These nations should be motivated to cooperate, and share the costs of naval 

SLOC protection. 

Signaling U S strategic interests in the region in early 1995, Secretary of State Warren 

Christopher issued a warning to the nations quarreling over the Spratly Islands “The United States 

does not take sides m thrs dispute, but wdl not accept the disruption of trade passing through the 

South China Sea The American posrtron IS based on direct national economic Interest, as well as 

quasi-altruzstlc concern for the welfare of other nations The United States has dzrect and immediate 

economic interests to protect in the regron, as SLOC blockage could lmmedzately and directly 

diqrupt the US economy The United States also needs to protect Its trade lrnks to healthy, 

prosperous tradrngpartners to maintain rts own prosperity” 

All nations benefit from the free flow of world trade, which requires freedom of movement on 

the l-ngh seas The current mtemauonal consensus m favor of commercial freedom of navigation IS a 
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natural state of affars, and a log& extension of the global trend towards free trade The pubhc wtll 

continue to expect the U S Navy to carry out the tradmonal mlssron of protectmg trade on the high 

seas Durmg the Cold War, the threat of the Soviet Umon dominated mlhtary thmkmg “Threat 

analysts” determined the size of the force required to meet the Sovret threat Now we hve m a world 

where the threats are more vague, more drffuse The drstmctron between defense agamst threats 

versus pursmt of natronal interests IS now less well defined; therefore 

l The United States should encourage other nations to share m the costs of protecting SLOCs m 

general, and the SE Asian SLOCs m partrcular 

l The United States should foster mtematronal consensus m both regional and global forums to 

keep SLOCs open because the economics of world trade requne rt 

l The Cmted States should encourage Australia and other regional nations to ensure the vlabrhty of 

the Lombok-Makassar route, which would be vital to the region If the South Chma Sea became 

dangerous, or If Malacca were unavarlable 

l Protectmg shrpping for economrc reasons should become as rmportant a natronal pnonty as 

protectmg it for military reasons 

3. bsuring that no one power, or group of powers, dominates the region. 

Hlstoncally, Southeast Asian nations have womed about the dommance of Chma or Japan 

and they know that U S power alone provides a balancing weight to Northeast Asran power They 

tha efore accept and qtuetly encourage U S presence m the region Recent US promotion of 

pnvate commercral interests, however, has been pursued at the expense of tradrtronal U S securrty 

and polmcal mterests m Southeast Asia. The Congressionally-mandated closmg of two US 

consulates m the region has contributed to questions about the permanency of Amencan presence m 

Southeast Asia. The recent reaffirmatron of the U S -Japan securrty relatronshrp and the deployment 

of U S. arrcraft carrrer battle groups to the Tarwan Strart before and after Tarwan’s presrdentral 

electrons have, however, demonstrated Umted States’ continuing comrmtment to the regron. While 

the] e 1s undeniably a lmk between U S security and the success of its pnvate commercral interests, 

there IS clearly no substnute for attentrve formal diplomacy. The exrstence of or1 and gas deposits m 

the South Chma Sea and overlappmg clarms of soverergnty over the many mrd-ocean land features 
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and surroundmg waters cause a risk of military confrontation among the claimants It is currently 

unhkely that Chma will Interfere tylth freedom of navigation on the strategic sea lanes of the South 

China Sea or attempt to force other claimant nations from the Spratlys But neither of these 

possibilities can be ruled out m the longer run China’s mfluence will grow as more mamland 

countries become members of ASEAN The expansion could also create senous security problems. 

More mainland member states, bordenng either Chma or India, will mevitably force a shift m the 

orgamzation’s interests That could mean the organization would mcreasmgly lmpmge on U S 

interests, making ASEAN a less attractive or willmg partner for coping wrth the new challenges of 

balancmg a nsmg Chma and a growmg India. Overall, it is hkely that the United States’ bilateral ties 

with countnes of the region will continue to be of greater importance and utility than the formal 

multilateral one with ASEAN 

Mamtammg the status quo without an overall settlement of confllctmg sovereignty claims 

would increase the nsk of confrontation as mlhtary and commercial activities mcrease m thrs area 

Lncertamty over Chma’s long-term obJectives comphcates the task of formulatmg an overall 

settlement, but all claimants must be prepared to make substantial compromises for the sake of 

reachmg agreement ASEAN nations view the Umted States as the prmclpal mlhtary deterrent to the 

use of force. The Umted States has a vital interest m keeping the South China Sea open to ships of 

all nations Although Japan has vital interests m the region, and Japanese tankers carry 70% of 

Japan’s oil on the sea lanes of the South Chma Sea, the Umted States is currently viewed by the 

ASEAN nations as the pnncrpal deterrent to any outbreak of mihtary hostilities The United States 

has sigmficant economic and strategic interests m South East Asia and a mutual security treaty with 

the Pmhppmes In addition, several U S oil companies hold concessions m disputed areas (even 

though they were advised of the nsks beforehand by the U S Government). The official U S. policy 

on the South Chma Sea is that it takes no position as to the legal merits of competing claims of 

sovereignty However, freedom of navigation is a fundamental interest of the Umted States, and it 

would view with serious concern any mantime claim or restriction on maritime activity m the South 

Chma Sea not consistent with mtematlonal law, includmg the 1952 UNCLOS This pohcy 1s sound, 

and the Umted States should contmue to discourage any use of force while encouraging all the 

claimants to agree to a peaceful settlement as soon as possible Although officially neutral on 

competing claims of sovereignty, this pohcy implies that the Umted States would not tolerate any 

claimant closmg off large navigable portions of the South China Sea Although Chma would prefer 
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to negotiate separately wrth each of the claimants, this approach would be unlikely to settle all the 

confhctmg clarms. An overall settlement could be achieved by estabhshmg a multrlateral regonal 

regrme guaranteemg freedom of navigation to shrps of all nations and Joint development of the or1 

and gas resources according to a fan apportronment formula The consequences of ASEm 

expansron tend to pomt to the need for regronal defense drscussron, mcludmg the United States At 

the same time, the United States should expand btlateral contact wrth specific ASEAN members. 

The most rmportant caveat for Amencan pohcymakers to remember IS that the ASEAN Regional 

Forum (ARF) and other regional groups should not be called upon to serve as substrtutes for healthy 

bilateral relations between the Umted States and the nations of the region The Umted States should 

support multrlateral dialogue when there IS potentral for rt to make srgmficant progress There 1s 

room for both bilateral and multilateral diplomacy 

Bilateral relatronshrps wtll contmue to be the most important aspect of Amencan relations 

with natrons of the regron The Umted States is uniquely positioned, however, to promote regional 

multrlateral dialogue The challenge for U S pohcymakers IS to help Southeast Asian nations attam 

then objectives, whrle also securmg the interests of the Umted States 

4. Human rights and self-determination. 

Human nghts and self-determmatron must always be a conslderatron m the foreign pohcy of 

the Urnted States We believe that our secunty interests are best served m those countnes wnh 

plurahstlc mstrtutrons and basic freedoms Wrthm thrs region, there are problems m both areas The 

question then becomes what approach to take m addressing such issues We believe that a pohcy of 

persuasion and “behmd the scenes” dialogue best serve the long term desires and interests for 

fundamental change and reform in the region. Clearly, cultural background and hrstoncal tradttrons 

wrth alternative forms of governance wrll make thrs process slow and agomzmg. However, stable 

change and evolutron though economrc growth and prospenty 1s the best long term solution to thrs 

complex problem. Our pohcy should be wtth one voice and for the long run provrdmg assrstance, 

encouragement and gentle prodding where useful. Any use of economic sanctrons should be m 

consonance wrth members of the regron. 

THREATS TO U.S. INTERESTS IN SOUTHEAST ASIA. 
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The threats to regional stabihty, with the exception of the emergence of Chma, are essentially 

internal to the respective nations These can be grouped mto the followmg categones 

l Ethnic diversity coupled with perceived disproportionate drstnbutlons of wealth and economic 

opportunmes (Indonesia, h4alaysla and Pl-nlrppmes) 

l Economic desperation (Vietnam, Cambodia, Burma, Laos and Pmhppmes) 

l Rampant corruption and disenfranchisement of the populace (Phlhppmes and Vietnam) 

Although each of these Internal threats could lead to slgmficant destabihzing mtemal strife 

withm the affected country, contmued economic growth and opportunities can mitigate the 

frustrations of mdlvidual groups and the populace m general Based on current population, GDP, 

and mflatlon data from “The World Factbook 1995”, extrapolated through 2020, the followmg 

conclusions are drawn Without either improved economic performance or reductions m population 

growth Burma, Cambodia, and Vietnam are m senous economic distress which could easily lead to 

violent internal power struggles wnh the accompanymg problems of human suffering, population 

displacement, physical destruction and regional mstabihty Additionally, Phlhppmes and Indonesia 

~111 face difficult penods of decreased per captta GDP leading to reductrons 111 standards of living. 

In the case of Indonesia, the division of wealth along ethmc lines could easily result m sign&ant 

stress as the drfferentlal between the haves and have-nots widens The Phrhppmes and Indonesia 

must deal wrth the issues of corruption and favontlsm to gam credlbrhty with their constituents. 

Wrthm many of these countries, succession of leadership may place an additional stress on the 

current authontanan government as competmg mdlvlduals and factions strive to attam primacy 

The single greatest external concern for the region is Chma. As a growmg economic and 

military power Chma could easily, in the absence of an external moderating mfbtence, dommate the 
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region Recent actions by Chma such as the conduct of naval operations and exercises m the vlclmty 

of Taiwan, as well as the recent estabhshment of a mihtary presence on the Mischief reef m the 

contested Spratly &.I&, has given the nations of Southeast Asia reason to pause and consider the 

need for a regional security structure. 

CmLLENGES A_YD OPPORTUNITIES. 

Southeast Asia poses significant challenges as well as opportumties for U S interests and 

influence in the region Predommant challenges include the followmg 

mamtaimng regional stablhty vis a vis a nsmg regional superpower such as Chma. 

ensurmg access to open markets m a more competitive economic environment. 

resolving lmgenng territorial disputes amongst regional nations. 

mamtammg freedom of navtgatlon in the contiguous straits and seas 

ensurmg no regional hegemomc mtimidatlon or coercion 

mamtammg an adequate forward U S mlhtary presence m the face of dechmng budgets 

addressing nsmg transnatlonal issues such as the environment, migration, AIDS and drug 

traffickmg 

encouragmg/promotmg national self-determination and basic human nghts. 

Opportumties exist to address the challenges listed above Utlhzing the Clmton 

admmistrauon’s National Security strategy of “Engagement and Enlargement” as a spnngboard, U S 

interests m the region are probably best addressed by utllizmg a two track strategy of multilateral and 

bilateral arrangements With the emphasis better placed on the “engagement” side of our strategy 



rather than the “enlargement” side, there are tremendous opportunmes to engage the region through a 

focused strategy of “entanglement” which can be weaved like a web with mcreasmg U S dialogue, 

participation and presence m the region U S mvolvement can be extended throughout Southeast 

Asia m polmcal, economic, mihtary and NGO relationships On a multilateral level, current 

organizations exist that would encourage such U S mvolvement The UN, ASEAN Regional 

Forum (ARF), Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum, WTO cover the full range of 

polmcal and economic forums that would encourage constructive dialogue wnh all the regional 

states. Regional forums and agreements such as ASEAY and ASEAN Free Trade Agreement 

(AFTA) while not directly including the U S , should be supported by the U S as a means to 

encourage resolution by the member nations themselves of difficult and longstandmg regional 

security/economic issues 

The second part of a dual track approach is to mamtam and even expand our bilateral 

arrangements with nations m the region Though predommantly mlhtary m nature (1 e mutual 

defense treaties, mlhtary-to-mlhtary trammg/exerclses). these treaties and contacts provide another 

avenue to shape the dialogue and increase the regions own sense and confidence of particlpatmg m 

its own security In addition, a balanced approach to foreign mlhtary sales (FMS) and perhaps some 

nommal degree of burdensharing for the U S presence m the region would be useful m helping make 

the cntical case at home and sell U S mvolvement m the region to the Amencan people 

In conclusion, the trendline is posttive m Southeast Asia The current peace and stability are 

directly related to the longstandmg U S presence and mvolvement m the region For the future, the 

ernergmg nse of Chma, the lack of plurahsuc democratic mstitutions and clear leadership succession 

in some countries, and the mcreasmg tensions brought on by terntonal disputes and intense 

10 



ecopomlc competltlon require our continued close mvolvement to support U S natlonal Interests m 

this part of the world 
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